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Housing in Canada 


Canada’s total population has grown from 13,447,000 in 1949 to over 21.4 million by 
mid-1970, and there is every indication that the figure will double by the year 2000. 
There has been a corresponding increase in the demand for new.housing throughout 
the country. 


As the population has expanded, so also has the rate of urban development. A steady 
shift from rural to urban areas continues as farming shows a trend to increased 
mechanization and as larger tracts of land can be cultivated by the individual farm 
family. Canada’s urban population growth ratio increased from 62% in 1956 to 74% 
in 1966, with 40% of the urban population concentrated in cities of 500,000 or more. 
This trend is expected to accelerate, and by the year 2000 more than 50% of the total 
population will be living in nine large metropolitan areas throughout Canada’s vast 
land mass. 


The ‘“‘undoubling”’ of traditional households due to changing living patterns also affects 
housing demands. Formerly, it was not uncommon for as many as three generations 

of one family to live together in the same house. Recent surveys indicate, however, 
that an Increasing percentage of children move away from the core household as they 
grow up, and more elderly persons tend to live in separate dwelling units of their own. 


Canada also has a strong agrarian heritage. The country was pioneered by owner- 
farmers rather than tenant farmers and the leaseholds and ‘‘lifetime’’ mortgages found 
in Europe were almost unknown. So it is not surprising that 1970 figures indicate a high 
proportion — more than 60% — of Canada’s total housing stock of about 5.8 million 
units is owner-occupied. Another factor contributing to the popularity of home- 
ownership is the relatively small differential in the monthly carrying charges required 
for apartment rental, as opposed to home buying. 


In response to these housing demands, the Federal Government has undertaken 
intensive studies to ascertain long-term housing needs and, together with private 
investment and initiative, will provide for the construction of some one million new 
housing units between 1971 and 1975. Federal responsibility for housing is discharged 
through Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation, a Crown company set up in 1945 
to administer the National Housing Act. 


Financing under the NHA 


To the average man, the cost of a house represents about two and a half times his 
annual income, and not many can afford to make such an expenditure in cash. Usually, 
a house is purchased by means of a mortgage, a long-term loan made on the security 
of the property itself. Loans of this type are made by a variety of institutions such as 
banks, life insurance companies, and loan or trust companies. Mortgage loans may be 
made by credit unions, fraternal organizations, and in some cases, even by private 
individuals. The Federal Government and some of the provincial governments also 
help families to own their own homes. In fact, 41% of the 2.5 million housing units 


built Since 1954 — more than one million dwellings — have been financed under the 
National Housing Act. 


In recent years, Federal participation has been increasingly directed to the needs of 
families with low incomes. In 1970 alone, the Federal Government provided for the 
construction of more than 47,000 units for families in the lower third of Canada’s 
income range. 


Most mortgages are amortized. The borrower agrees to repay, in equal monthly 
instalments, part of the principal with the interest due on the amount still owing. In this 
way, the loan is fully repaid at the end of the mortgage period. There has been an 
increasing tendency to lengthen the repayment period. In 1970, more than 85% of 
NHA mortgages were amortized over a 25 year period, as opposed to the five and ten 
year mortgages that were common some years ago. Mortgage loans from both Federal 
and private resources are also available for the construction of rental properties. 


Since the introduction of the current National Housing Act in 1954, extensive changes 
have been made which greatly broaden the scope of Federal assistance for housing. 
In recognition of the fact that housing needs are constantly growing wider and more 
complex, the statute now makes provision for low-rental housing, subsidized public 
housing, and student housing as aids to low-income groups. A preferential interest 
rate applies to NHA loans in support of such undertakings. 


The Act also makes provision for assistance to the private market for the construction 
of dwellings for sale or for rent. In these cases the interest rate is established by 
market conditions. 


For both borrower and lender, there are several advantages to a National Housing Act 
loan. The mortgage is insured by the government, and since an NHA mortgage loan 
may cover up to 95% of the lending value of the property, the downpayment is usually 
smaller than that required for a conventional mortgage. The 5% equity each borrower 
must provide from his own resources may consist of cash, land or his own labor, ora 
combination of these elements. This in turn may be reduced by the amount of any 
provincial or municipal housing grant to which the purchaser may be entitled. 


Insurance companies, banks, trust companies and other lending institutions find NHA 
mortgages attractive because, in addition to the government insurance feature, they 
offer a good return in a comparatively stable market. When the loan is made, the 
borrower pays a fee of about 1% into a special insurance fund. From this fund, the 
Corporation undertakes to repay the lender up to 100% of the principal and interest 
outstanding in the event of the borrower defaulting. In such cases, the property 
concerned reverts to the fund. The percentage of defaults has been very low since 
the scheme began in 1954. 


Buying a home is becoming an increasingly expensive undertaking. Accordingly, the 
Federal Government is placing greater emphasis on schemes designed to facilitate 
home-ownership for families in the lower third of the income range. One such plan, 

the Assisted Home-Ownership Program, makes use of cost-reducing techniques such 
as variable interest rates, extended loan terms and in several regions, provincial home- 
owner grants, rebates and interest rate subsidies to bring home-ownership within the 
financial scope of families earning a maximum of $6,000. 


House-Building a Major Industry 


House-building in Canada today is a major industry, carried on by firms who may 
employ from 10 to 1,000 or more men and whose product is aimed at the mass market. 
The larger firms of merchant-builders can often achieve economies impossible to the 
builder of a single ‘‘custom-built’’ home. 


Such large firms may build from 50 to 300 or more houses at one time, on a large tract 
of land they have purchased and sub-divided into building lots. In the larger projects, 
provision will be made for schools, churches, shops, paved streets, sidewalks, 
underground utility services, parks and playgrounds. 


Formerly, construction work virtually stopped during the winter months, when below- 
zero temperatures prevented builders from using conventional techniques. In recent 
years, the construction industry and the Federal Government have made efforts to 
solve this problem and thus offer year-round employment to construction workers. 
Research has resulted in the widespread use of improved winter building techniques, 
including heated, pre-mixed concrete and temporary plastic tents which can be 
heated, to enclose the construction site. 


Since Canada is one of the world’s largest producers of wood and wood products, 

it follows that a great deal of wood Is used in Canadian house-building. It is estimated 
that three out of four new houses (single-detached, semi-detached, duplex and row) 
are of wood-frame construction. In wood-frame construction the basic frame or 
skeleton of the house is of lumber but the exterior walls, which are added later, may be 
of stone, artificial stone, brick, stucco, metal or wood. One out of four of the new 
homes are made of solid brick, stone or cement block. 


Of the single-detached houses financed under the National Housing Act in 1970, 
about 75% were bungalows, 19% split-levels, 5% two-storeys, and 1% one-and- 
a-half-storey. 


Prefabrication as a method of house-building is attracting increasing attention 
because of the savings which can be made through a centralized operation and 
assembly-line methods. Housing components such as roof trusses, exterior walls, 
interior partitions and kitchen units are made at a central factory and then trucked to 
the building site, where a basement has been excavated and a foundation of poured 
concrete or concrete blocks completed. Using prefabricated components, two men 
can assemble a three or four-bedroom house in five working days. On large projects, 
with crews of specialists, this building time can be reduced. 


Continuing research and a changing and expanding consumer demand results in new 
building materials being introduced on the market in a steady stream. 


Plywood has now replaced lumber in many interior and exterior uses. Pre-painted 
plywood exterior siding is a recent innovation. Pre-painted aluminum, and steel 
siding, because they require little maintenance, are being used more and more. 


Cold-water piping, colored exterior siding and molded bath tubs are but a few of the 
new uses for plastic in house-building. 


A Typical Canadian House 


Data based on new dwellings financed under the NHA in 1970 indicate that the typical 
Canadian house is a three-bedroom bungalow of wood-frame construction with 

1,132 square feet of livable floor area. The average cost of the bungalow is $21,600, 
including $4,300 for the freehold land the purchaser buys with the house. The average 
resident of such a F.ouse would be about 33 years old, married, with two children, 
having a gross family income of $11,833. There is, of course, a very wide variation in 
these figures from city to city throughout the country. 


Such a house has a thermostatically-controlled central heating system with electrically- 
powered fans blowing heated air through wall ducts which are vented to each room. 
The fuel used is usually oil or natural gas. Electric heating is gaining in popularity 

in many areas. 


Hot and cold water are piped to the kitchen, laundry room and bathroom; the source 
of water would be a community water supply — usually a municipally-operated 
purification and pumping plant. The bathroom is equipped with a flush toilet, wash 
basin, bath and shower. A growing number of homes have two bathrooms. 


Because the house is protected by a blanket of insulating material inside the walls, 
the occupants are shielded from the extremes of winter and summer temperatures 
and the heating cost is relatively low. 


A modern 100-amp electrical service meets the needs of the multitude of electrical 
appliances in the house. An automatic washing machine, a clothes dryer, an electric 


stove, a refrigerator, a freezer, a television set, a vacuum Cleaner, a floor polisher, 
an electric dishwasher — most, if not all, of these appliances would be found ina 
typical Canadian home. 


Multiple Dwellings 


In recent years, with an accelerating trend towards urbanization, buildings that make 
more intensive use of expensive land have become an increasingly important part of 
the Canadian housing scene. In 1970, 57% of the new housing units constructed 
were multiple dwellings. 


High-rise apartments have long been a feature of Canadian cities, at times grouped 
with row or townhouses and shopping centers, schools, ae and recreational areas 
to form an entirely new residential complex. 


Condominiums, however, are a relatively new feature of urban Canada that appeal to 
the growing number of Canadians for whom rising construction and land costs have 
made home-ownership — in the traditional sense of a detached house — an expensive 
undertaking. 


Typically, condominiums are high-rise apartment buildings or row or townhouses 
similar to those constructed in Canada for many years. But instead of renting a unit, 
a prospective home-owner may buy his own apartment or row unit, just as he would 
buy a detached house. In addition to his mortgage payment, he would pay a monthly 
sum into a fund for the maintenance of commonly-owned, shared facilities Such as 
hallways, elevators, parking lots, land and recreational areas. 


Condominium units are generally priced in the same range as bungalows, and in many 
cases, the equity — the downpayment — required to purchase such a unit is somewhat 
lower than that required for the average bungalow. 


Other Housing Choices 


There is widespread interest in Canada in the mobile home. More and more, the 
vehicular concept of the mobile home has changed so that units are now being 
permanently located on land to produce inexpensive single-family housing. 


The shell house has become an increasingly popular method of providing housing for 
low-income families, particularly in the Maritime provinces where, by national average, 
costs are higher and incomes lower. The shell house concept enables a purchaser 

to occupy a unit which is completed on the exterior, and to complete the unfinished 
interior with his own labor as time and funds permit. 


More than 10,000 homes have been built in Canada by housing cooperatives, most of 
them in Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario and Newfoundland. Under this method, groups 
of people get together to build their own homes cooperatively, to take advantage of 
savings in the bulk purchase of land and materials, and providing much of the labor 
themselves. 


A considerable amount of research is being sponsored by Central Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation in these and other forms of innovative housing. 
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